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above findings. In Noakhali, the people were in no way better
off. Towards the close of the last century, the Collector wrote that
at least 10 per cent of the population suffered from chronic in-
sufficiency of food. These hard-pressed people were mostly
labourers. The lot of the labourer in other districts of East Bengal
was much the same. Writing in 1910 in the Bankura District
Gazetteer, Mr O'Malley observed that the lot of the labourer
was a hard one. "Spending what he earns from day to day he
has little to pawn or sell in times of distress; he gets no credit
from the mahajan; and he is the first to succumb if the crops
fail and he cannot get labour."l The other District Gazetteers
tell invariably the same sad tale of the labourers' plight. And
it is the depressed classes, to repeat, who constitute the greater
proportion of the labourers.

This then is the 'official' version of the condition of the de-
pressed classes during the first decade of this century. During
the last 20 or 30 years their condition appears to have remained
unchanged. According to the Census Superintendent, from
1911-25 wages of agricultural labourers increased by 844 per
cent in West Bengal, 100 per cent in Central Bengal, 30'6
per cent in North Bengal and 73*5 per cent in Dacca Divi-
sion.2 This increase in wages was largely brought about by the
rise in prices of agricultural commodities, especially food-stuffs.
In the absence of any 'cost of subsistence' index it is difficult
to state precisely the effects of the upward movements of
wages and prices. Probably the lot of the labourer improved
but little during this period. A word appears to be necessary
about krlshans and others who get a fixed share of the produce.
We do not agree with Mr O'Malley when he says that the posi-
tion of such labourers has improved because the produce they
get is worth more.8 This assumes two things. First, that these
people have a surplus of food grains (or other things they usual-
ly get) and, secondly, that the prices of the things they have to
buy have either remained stationary or have increased to a
smaller extent. As regards the first, it might be said that these
people, do not normally have any surplus of food-stuffs and the

1  Bankura District Gazetteer, p. 103.

2  Bengal Census Report, 1931, Part I, pp. 12-13.

3  Bankura District Gazetteer, p. 108.